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Chapter 1 
Introduction
"Bach year one million USA kids experience divorce."
usa Tad*y January 23, 1989
What does it mean that each year one million children, 
their parents, their grandparents, their aunts, their 
cousins and their friends are involved in the reorganization 
of the family? Is a father still ”a man who has begotten a 
child" (Webster's Dictionary 1977)? What is a nuclear 
family and when did it become an endangered species? When 
did the family become "a problem" (Berger and Berger 1983) ? 
Perhaps even more important is the question; What is the 
importance of the family in the United States today and what 
will its future be? Do we stress its territorial 
dimensions, focusing on the physical unit in which people 
live and interact; the biological "reality" of the family; 
or the attitude that defines family regardless of geographic 
distance and blood? For much too long kinship has been
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defined in terms "of the relations that arise oat of the 
processes of human sexual reproduction" (Schneider 
1984:165). Now, however, the common belief that "blood is 
thicker than water” has come under questioning in light of 
the multitude of family types found in America today. In 
this thesis it is my intent to consider these relationships 
between kinship facts and kinship beliefs.
By Definition
i am uncertain as to whether the term "family" is 
fitting fcr our "social units” today. It is still used and 
people seem to feel comfortable with it, but the meaning and 
boundaries of the word have changed significantly. By 
formal definition a family can be anything from a "household 
(including servants as well as kin of the householder)" to 
"the basic unit in society having as its nucleus two or more 
adults living together and cooperating in the care and 
rearing of their own or adopted children” (Webster's 
Dictionary 1977). Obviously this is a very Western 
ethnocentric definition that few anthropologists, including 
myself, would subscribe to. There is a discrepancy between 
anthropologists', sociologists' and popular culture writers'
2
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definition of "the family." I will list several definitions 
I found of "family" and other relevant terms to be discussed 
in my paper:
mother - (noun) A female parent. A woman in authority. 
An older or elderly woman. Source, origin. 
Maternal tenderness or affection (Webster's 
Dictionary 1977).
mother -(adjective) Of, relating to, or being a mother. 
Bearing the relation of a mother. Acting as or 
providing parental stock— used without reference 
to sex (Webster's Dictionary 1977). 
mother - (verb) That which gives birth to something, is 
the origin or source of something or nurtures in 
the manner of a mother (Kramarae and Treichler 
1985).
father - (noun) A man who has begotten a child. An old 
man— used as a respectful form of address 
(Webster's Dictionary 1977).
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father - (verb) To make oneself the founder, producer, 
or author of. To accept responsibility for. To 
fixthe paternity or origin of. To care for or 
look after someone as a father might (Webster's 
Dictionary 1977).
father - (noun) they lay the basis subtly, coercively 
or violently of our fear of male anger, and 
therefore, our fear of challenging men (Kramarae 
ard l’reichler 1985) .
father - (noun) [Trad.] Male parent. [New]. A
psychologically involved male parent (Kramarae and 
Treichler 1985).
father - (noun) In Africa, a man does not become a
legal father, except in a few East African groups, 
by the biological fact of siring a child. The 
only way in which he can become a legal father is 
by marrying a woman, who bears a child; the 
mother's right is considered natural, the father's 
is cultural (Murphy 1985:75).
father figure - (noun) One often of particular power or 
influence who serves as an emotional substitute 
for a father (Webster's Dictionary 1977). (NOTE: 
there was no entry for "mother figure").
5family - (noun) Comes from the Latin 'famulus', meaning 
a servant or slave [which] is itself a reminder 
that wives and children, along with servants, were 
historically part of a man's property. The family 
is still considered a man's institution. Women 
are said to 'marry into ' families, and families 
are said to ie out' if an all female generation 
occurs (Miller 1976:9).
family - (noun) In its conventionalized, white form (2 
parents, 2.4 children, father breadwinning and 
mother housekeeping) provides a model of gender 
ami hierarchies for the social relations of 
factories, schools, universities, business 
corporations, religious organizations, political 
parties, governments, armies, and hospitals' 
(Kramarae and Treichler 1985) . 
family - (noun) The absolutely basic, elemental family 
form consists of a woman and her children 
(Murphy1985:74).
family - (noun) The (immediate) family consists of 
husband and wife and the child or children for 
whom they are mother and father. All members are
6
related by bonds of love. Relationships between 
members demonstrate enduring, diffuse solidarity 
(Schneider 1980:30-35).
family - (noun) The traditional nuclear family consists 
of two parents living together with their 
dependent children (Morley 1986:forward).
I could continue but I think the point is clear that 
definitions concerning the family and kinship are numerous 
but very divided.
The definition of the popular family has changed and 
is continuing to expand, forced to address new family 
structures. White, middle class Americans still draw the 
line at some family practices they have yet to accept as 
"normal" or "healthy." These include; polygamy, homosexual 
parentage, adolescent parentage and to some extent, out of 
wedlock parentage. Among lower class and/or black people, 
this is still not believed to be "healthy" but is often 
treated as "normal.” Another frequent place we find a 
different treatment of out-of-wedlock parenting is in the 
tabloids. I believe the media treat these families as 
"planned" and the absence of a wedding as a sign of strength 
in the women. We should, however, note the recent revival
7
in communal living arrangements among the middle class.
This is apparent in the television show "Kate & Allie" as 
well as in contemporary Kibbutzim. The women who are living 
models of the popular television show "Kate & Allie” are 
single mothers who, because of financial and emotional 
burdens, are choosing to live with other single mothers 
("CBS This Morning" December 13, 1988). For many, the 
notion of living with people other than, or in addition to, 
one's own family is quite appealing. This seems to be a 
reflection of the emotional and physical state of affairs in 
modern American families. Not only is it increasingly more 
difficult to manage the basic functions of the family unit, 
it is also quite common to find family members living under 
the same roof who are suffering from loneliness. The idea 
of being able to manage home lives, have friends and family 
members with us, and have time for personal growth seems not 
only more appealing, but almost necessary. If the family 
"unit" itself is no longer clearly definable, it only seems 
natural that the factors making up those units would come 
under questioning.
American kinship organization is, I believe, an open 
system. Of course, there are some culturally prescribed 
"rights" and "wrongs” when interacting with people one
e
considers kin. Marriage between first cousins, siblings, or 
other "close" kin is still taboo, even if only mildly so in 
some cases. Incest is taboo and divorce used to be 
considered a black mark on the family and occasionally still 
is.
Remarriage is not a new phenomenon. Where mortality at 
a young age is high and social norms permit it, remarriage 
following widowhood may be relatively common. Peter Laslett 
reckons that in seventeenth-century England "something like 
one-quarter of all marriages were remarriages" (1971:103).
A study of colonial America shows that in the Plymouth 
Colony one-third of all men and one-quarter of all women who 
lived "full” life-times remarried after the death of a 
spouse (Cherlin 1981:29). However, with the decline of 
youthful mortality, remarriage following widowhood became 
less common. It is remarriage after divorce that is 
characteristic of our times. Moreover, remarriage following 
divorce is in one respect significantly different from 
remarriage following death: in the remarriage of the
widowed there is not, as in the remarriage of the divorced, 
an absent spouse-parent hovering in the wings.
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White, middle class Americans still like to read about 
Amish communities, Mormons, communes and surrogate 
motherhood, but by this time it seem to be just another 
motif. The stepfamily was the new toy on the block, 
ex^ryone peering into the windows to get a glimpse. Now 
everyone has exposure to one: if not their own, one they
can borrow. One may recall when "cohabitators" were seen 
as a challenge— and may still be in some circles. But the 
more pressing question is what to do with children who are 
growing up with three sets of grandparents, two mothers, 
siblings who joined their family at age 12, and names that 
keep changing.
I find it easy to understand why reruns of "The Brady 
Bunch,” "Father Knows Best," and "The Donna Reed Show" are 
making such a strong comeback. These are archival families 
representing a model most of us know only through 
television. Was there really a time when mom stayed home 
and the problem of the day was not what to call her, but of 
a mathematical nature? I am sure that the problems white, 
middle class American families faced have altered as often 
as the family unit itself has. I do not believe, however, 
that those problems included the question of what to call 
one's mother.
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If that had been a problem I doubt we would be aware of 
It all the same. The anthropological literature concerning 
United States kinship terminology is still quite sparse. 
Distinguished sociologist Talcott Parsons noted in 1949:
It is a remarkable fact that, in spite of the important 
interrelations between sociology and social 
anthropology, no attempt to describe and analyze the 
kinship system of the US in the structural terms 
current in the literature of anthropological field 
studies exists (Parsons 1949:233).
This insight did not seem to influence many anthropologists, 
and it was not until several years later in the mid-fifties 
that David Schneider began considering kinship terminology 
in America. Until that point, the family and kinship were 
considered rather static institutions in the United States.
In the next chapter I will give a brief overview of the 
history of kinship studies in Anthropology as related to 
both the United States and Anthropology in general.
Chapter 2
Kin Term Studies in Anthropology: A Brief History
Beginning with the first kinship studies, assertions of 
the universality of the nuclear family and, consequently, 
the institution of marriage, were until recently accepted by 
most anthropologists. These declarations I found to have 
been made by Malinowski (1913), Radcliffe-Brown (1914), and 
Kroeber (1917) among others.
For far too long definitions of kinship have been 
centered on relationships that come out of sexual 
intercourse. Morgan,generally considered the founder of 
modern anthropological kinship studies, believed that:
A formal arrangement of the more immediate blood 
kindred into lines of descent, with the adoption of 
some method to distinguish one relative from another
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and to express the value of the relationship, would be 
one of the earliest acts of human intelligence 
(1870:10).
Morgan then distinguished the descriptive from the 
classificatory system. He believed that the descriptive 
system was a "natural system" because it was based on 
knowledge of the parental blood line. Thus the 
classificatory system, as used by the native American 
Indians, was considered opposed to the nature of descent 
because it did not place relationships into categories based 
on their blood ties. "Morgan viewed kinship terms as direct 
reflections of the actual state of consanguineal relations, 
insofar as these were known...by the natives" (Schneider 
1984: 191). However, this interpretation does not hold up 
in societies where "paternity is not a social institution"—  
or, for that matter, among stepfamilies when the father 
considers himself and is considered "in moral and legal" 
terms the father of children he has not produced 
(ibid.,191).
The Family Among the Australian Aborigines (Malinowski 
1913) was an attempt to lay to rest the question; Do all 
human societies have families? Proponents of social
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evolution had argued that "primitive” cultures were too 
sexually promiscuous to maintain a family. A child would 
not know who her/his father was, therefore there would be no 
grounds on which to base a family (Morgan 1877) . Malinowski 
ended the debate showing that the Australian Aborigines had 
rules regulating who could engage in sexual intercourse 
during these "sexual orgies” and that they differentiated 
between legal marriages and casual relationships.
Malinowski found that "the aborigines had marriage, and so 
proved that aboriginal children had fathers, because each 
child's mother had but a single recognized husband."
Malinowski's main argument was that the family was a 
universal human institution serving to fulfill the universal 
need of nurturing children. His belief was that the bonds 
of kinship grew out of conditions within sexual 
reproduction, not culturally formulated and accepted 
relationships. For him, kinship was a biological fact, not 
a social one. In addition, he argued that families had to 
contain clear boundaries to distinguish insiders from 
outsiders, thus making it easier to nurture the young. Thus 
the family was a clearly definable unit set up to care for 
the offspring of that unit. Malinowski argm that families 
had a place where they could be a unit, name i "home."
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After spending time together in this home the family members 
would feel affection for one another. This gave the family 
a set of emotions that held their defined group together at 
their hearth. Malinowski's functionalist approach makes the 
institution of the family and the function of child care 
mutually defining. Without the family I would speculate 
that child care would continue, and I do not think that the 
nurturing of children is the reason for the existence of the 
family.
Today, many anthropologists still believe that the 
mother-child unit performs the universally necessary 
function of caring for children, although theia is a lot of 
variation in the socialization process cro.s-culturally 
(Murphy 1986). Malinowski's interpretations, which followed 
those of Westermark (1891), could not see a family existing 
in a social unit without a "father." What was Malinowski's 
definition of a father? Was it the definition that the 
Aborigines provided him?
This is the same question one can ask of 
Evans-Pritchard and his analysis of the Nuer kinship system 
(1940) . What sort of interpretation did he make of their 
description of their social units? It seems to me that
15
Evans-Pritchard was most interested in the Nuer political 
units and kinship structure to be included in a larger 
system, Evans-Pritchard tested the concept of the general 
applicability of "analytic models based on the core concept 
of a self-regulating system" (Kelly 1985:3), He, however, 
abandoned the domestic realm as a significant part of his 
study. He acknowledged that the economic relations among 
the Nuer were closely tied to the kinship structures, only 
to then state:
I may sum up by repeating that economic relations are 
part of general social relations and that these 
relationships, being mainly of a domestic or kinship 
order, lie outside the scope of this book (1940:92).
After reading this one might wonder, as Schneider states, 
"Did the Nuer say, 'We have patrilineal lineages...' 
(1984:4)?" He and I both find it highly unlikely. If they 
did not say this, what did they say? I would like to know 
what in The Nuer is the Nuer and what is Evans-Pritchard. I 
don't mean to say that anthropologists can never describe 
and interpret other cultures, or that any cultural account 
will be inherently inaccurate, only that they attempt to 
describe and Interpret the theories they are applying to
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their work and how that will reflect on their final 
analysis. I agree with Schneider who states that, "The 
problem.... is to make explicit and to evaluate the 
presuppositions and the assumptions about kinship underlying 
what purport to be ethnographic facts" (1984:5).
One advantage that an approach such as Malinowski's or 
Evans-Pritchard's has is that it gives us a standard, 
generalized definition by which to make comparisons. This 
might be helpful if we want to compare, say, American 
stepfamily kinship systems to the Nuer, but what if we want 
to describe the present day systems in the United States? 
Will we be able to declare anything other than our lineage 
system (assuming we have "lineages”) is nothing like that of 
the Nuer? If we support the definition that kinship is a 
set of genealogical relations, we must also believe that 
this definition says nothing about the culturally acceptable 
ways of behaving for individuals who occupy these 
genealogical roles (mother, father, daughter, brother...). 
For Malinowski, a father is a father through an act of 
sexual reproduction, not because he is behaving like a 
father. If this could be extended to mean that a stepfather 
could never be truly considered a father, I would only 
suggest examining the feelings of stepchildren who do feel
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that their stepfathers (or stepmothers) are their "real" 
parent. They understand that they do not share the same 
blood ties with a stepparent as with a "real” parent, but in 
many cases, the blood tie is secondary to the emotional, 
social, and cultural tie established. If the aborigines do 
have "fathers”, what comment can be made about how they 
should behave? Should they work 9-5, mow the lawn on 
Saturday and act as the central authority figure of the 
family? Or do the aborigines have their own ideas about how 
a father should behave? My guess is that they do have their 
own cultural definitions concerning kinship. How then, can 
we categorize their kinship system based on the manner in 
which we organize ourselves?
Lee, in his study of the Dobe IKung kinship system, was 
faced with this very problem (Lee 1984). He was adopted 
into a family by a woman and she then renamed him, as was 
the custom among her people. Since she had given him his 
name, he was expected to address her as "mother.” In 
addition, he had to learn the position he held within the 
kinship structure of his new family in order to act 
accordingly with his other relatives. After being adopted 
into this family, a second family told him that they too 
were going to adopt him. This meant that he had an
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additional "mother," "father," "brother," and "sister" added 
to his new set of relatives. These terms for his new 
"fictive/adoptive" kin did not include any sort of device 
that might distinguish his relationship as anything other 
than "real." Lee was also expected to accept the 
responsibilities that his new position(s) placed on him. 
These relationships were purely social in nature, yet all of 
the factors that were applied to purely genealogical 
relationships were also recognized in Lee's new statuses.
What was a surprise to Lee, and is important here, was 
that it is difficult to determine which is more important to 
the !Kung, the genealogical tie or the name relationship.
The most important process in Lee's adoption was his naming. 
It was tx.rough his name relationship that others knew how to 
treat him, and how to expect to be treated. Lee's 
experience caused him to put more weight on the name as the 
foundation of all social relationships. I believe that this 
sort of interpretation that distinguishes social kinship 
apart from biological kinship is necessary in 
anthropological theory today. This need is more apparent 
when considering the stepfamily. There is a struggle within 
stepfamilies concerning two logically distinct categories, 
"the household" and "the family." Classically defined, the
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household is a spatial concept and refers to a group of 
persons (or a person) bound to a place whereas families are 
groups of persons bound together by ties of blood and 
marriage (Ball 1914). They are analytically distinct 
categories and are also empirically differentiated because, 
although families may form households, they do not 
necessarily or always do so. As in many of the stepfamilies 
interviewed, the household unit and the family unit may vary 
from week to week or month to month. Stepchildren often 
spend time in two different households. In both they may 
have their own room, or a space designated for their use 
only, creating a dual sense of "home." It is, however, true 
that most of the children interviewed could choose the 
household they felt acted as their "real home." This was 
most often the home they had lived in prior to the divorce. 
In both homes there was often a mixture of biological and 
step relatives further blurring the unique definitions of 
"household" and "family." The kin group "family" and the 
spatial group "household" are not so clearly definable in 
stepfamilies and thus, point to the need of an interpretive 
theory that can consider the social and the biological 
aspects of kinship alike.
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As Schneider points out, Durkheim was well awar of 
this distinction as well: "when Durkheim said that 'kinship
is social or it is nothing' he did not mean that it lost its 
roots in biology...only that it was now to be treated as a 
social fact..." (Schneider 1984:191). When we subtract the 
biological element of a relationship, there are still 
numerous social dynamics occurring. It is my position along 
with Schneider (1984), Lee (1984), Graburr (1971), and 
Dougherty (n.d.), that these social relationships demand 
interpretation.
In an often cited account, Murdock claimed, on the 
basis of a cross-cultural examination of 250 societies, that 
the nuclear family is a universal human grouping (1968). 
Although he allows the "nuclear family" to exist either in 
the classical, Western, autonomous unit, or embedded in 
larger kinship groups, the emphasis is still on the function 
of the family with its utility in performing tasks necessary 
to the survival of the species and to the social continuity. 
This functionalist approach can be applied to stepfamilies 
for a basic approach, but the tasks considered have been 
taken over by two nuclear families that are not entirely
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autonomous. This struggle is seen most clearly in the 
socialization of the children when several parents are 
attempting to raise a child.
When I first read Kinship & Marriage by Robin Fox, I 
thought that it was the most important of the recent works 
done on kinship (1967). I was pleasantly surprised when I 
read the works of Schneider and Lee and I can now take a 
closer look at Fox's work. To his credit, Fox attempted to 
close the gap between the two major views of 
kinship— alliance and descent--that were separating so many 
at the time. However, in his chapter on kinship terminology 
he still relies on an over-reliance on the biological model 
of kinship and never mentions the position of the 
stepfamily.
Initially, Fox does point out peculiarities in American 
kinship terminology and kinship studies in general. He 
makes the point that when anthropologists do fieldwork, if 
"all the men of the parental generation on both mother's and 
father's side are called by the same term... we tend to 
write this as 'father'” without knowing what a "father” 
means in the system (Fox 1967: 240). Classically, however, 
we have assumed that our own system, in which we call our
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father one thing and call all of his brothers and all of our 
mother's brothers by a different, but all inclusive term, is 
"natural.” What is, natural? I believe that definitions in 
systems of kinship and terminology are culturally specific 
and need to be treated as such.
In the preface to the recent (1983) edition of the 
book, Fox says that he has not "been much moved by criticism 
of my failure to include details of the formal analysis of 
kinship terminology" (Fox 1967:5). I, myself, am not a 
proponent of this technical branch of anthropology, and I 
understand his desire to avoid an in depth, technical 
analysis, but I do not think it is possible to address 
kinship terminology today without any mention of fifty 
percent of the American family's situation. Whether the 
approach is that of ethnomethodology using formal analysis 
or a more symbolic approach, which I find more appropriate 
here, the issue is that the terminology as it is used and 
understood in America today muse, I feel, be considered. 
Without analysis of the language used among family members 
the subtle nuances of the stepfamily would remain hidden.
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Because much of the available anthropological 
literature has failed to address the social aspects of 
kinship and terminology, and more specifically stepfamily 
kinship, some anthropologists have found it necessary to 
reopen the book on kinship studies. The remainder of this 
work is my exploration in kinship and will focus on the 
interviews and my analysis of the data. I will consider the 
distinction between "step" and "real" kin and how the 
terminology used among family members acts as a reflection 
of the relationship itself.
S': S;'- p 4j ® «;}■
Chapter 3
The Interviews: Text and Analysis
RarVgrnnnri
Michael Agar has written: "Somewhere underneath the
prose of social science lies some human 
contact...relationships...that constitute the core of 
ethnographic fieldwork" (Agar 1980:1). It is in this 
chapter that I will present the heart of my fieldwork. In 
the pages to follow we hear the voices of many Americans who 
have in a sense been involved in their own sort of 
fieldwork. They have been interpreting and reinterpreting 
their families for years. The difference between my 
fieldwork and their own can be seen in the level of 
interpretation and the vocabulary. 1 was repeatedly 
impressed by the many informants who carefully examined 
their own behavior and who held a genuine interest in later 
discussing my "findings." Their enthusiasm and willingness 
to try a little extra fieldwork of their own was a constant
24
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source of zeal for myself. In these human contacts, my idea 
for a small project flourished and has become the focus of 
my work.
The material presented in this chapter was collected 
from interviews done by the author begun preliminarily in 
Spring 1987 and then continued during Fall 1988. The people 
who agreed to be interviewed were not responding to any 
advertised plea, but were found through the assistance of my 
own mother, my friends, my classmates, and my primary 
advisor. These informants ranged in age from 16 to 56 years 
old. I interviewed twenty-two people, ten men and twelve 
women. All of my informants were white Americans and shared 
the same middle to upper-middle class socio-economic 
background. Initially, this segment of "the American 
family" did not seem broad enough for an extended study, but 
as I became involved further, I began to appreciate the 
importance of a restricted focus. I will acknowledge that 
this thesis leaves a large portion of the American 
stepfamily's story untold, but my aim was to present a 
penetrating look into the stepfamily as I know it best, not 
a mere glance. Or, as Geertz would have it, I am interested 
in a "thick description" rather than a "thin description" of 
a group of stepfamilies (Geertz 1973:7). If I had chosen
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instead to work with black Americans, I would have first had 
to focus on the entire history of kinship in black American 
families, a topic I am unfamiliar with, and only Lhen could 
I have concentrated on the stepfamily. This interests me 
greatly as a future comparative study, but presently I want 
to focus on those Americans who are experiencing the 
stepfamily more frequently than any other: white,
middle-class Americans (CBS's "48 Hours," Feb. 18, 1989).
Statistics
Remarriage is a social phenomenon that has crept up on 
America. Today one out of two marriages is likely to end in 
divorce and two-thirds of this divorced group will remarry. 
It has also been estimated that of these remarriages, 57 
percent will end in yet another divorce, putting the divorce 
rate for second marriages above that of first (Belovitch 
1987:16). With statistics such as these, the outlook for 
the children undergoing all of these divorces is, at best, 
troublesome. I do not mean to suggest that the process of 
divorce and remarriage cannot have a happy ending: there
are certainly many families who have lived through it and 
benefited from these processes. I do believe that unless a 
new approach is taken in regarding how our culture is
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training these children and parents to live with these 
kinship overhauls, there may be a large portion of our 
population who are unduly miserable because they do not know 
what to do with their families: not only how to belong with
them, but even how to address them and refer to them.
"The prognostication is that half of all American 
children will be stepchildren at some point in their 
childhood by the end of the twentieth century" (Belovitch 
1987:1) . This means that half of all the children will also 
be trying to name their new family members and create a 
place for them in their lives. Although recently the 
emphasis in the popular "divorce literature" has been to 
reassure children that the divorce is between the parents 
only, the children are still often tugged at from competing 
sides of the family. In addition, some stepparents may wish 
the divorce had separated their new spouse and new 
stepchildren. The problems of a stepfamily can, at times, 
be one of the hardest tests put on a new marriage. But the 
remarried couple cannot erase their past lives, feelings and 
especially their family members. These are issues that 
Americans will be faced with for generations to come. The 
ties of kinship do remain, but are they flexible enough to 
include multiple families? As anthropologist Paul Bohannen
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states, "My ex-wife will always be my son's mother and my 
ex-wife's mother will always be his grandmother" (Belovitch 
1987;4) .
More and more white, middle-class Americans are 
choosing not to marry or are waiting until later in life to 
do so. Those who are marrying are having fewer children and 
are experiencing more divorces. Based on my own research, I 
do not see a drastic change in this situation coming, as 
most of the stepchildren stated that they did not want to 
get married, but this may change later in their lives. The 
word most often used to describe their feelings about 
getting married was "avoid." The few who did see 
themselves marrying were adamant in their belief that they 
would never divorce. Although the divorce rate is now at an 
all-time high of 50 percent, it has not stopped increasing 
since the first accurate statistics were compiled in 1860 
(Tufte 1979:84). In the 1950s the divorce rate was steady 
at around 20 percent (ibid.:84).
Within any given culture there will always be change.
If the ongoing process of interactive behavior in the family 
is changing, then changes in beliefs will be occurring as 
well. In some cases changed beliefs must precede changed
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behavior. These changes might be noticed in physical family 
behavior, expressive symbols, or values that people use to 
make sense of their world. The reformation of the American 
family will continue beyond the increase of stepfamilies. I 
am trying to begin building a base on which to work in the 
future as the family continues to evolve. The principle of 
my base lies in the language being used by stepfamily 
members to interpret these variations in their cultural 
framework.
The Families
All of my informants were part of a family that 
included a "step" relative of some sort (stepsibling, 
stepparent, stepchild...etc.). Some had been a part of a 
stepfamily for ten months, some for ten years. The function 
of my interviews was to hear how people talk about their 
stepfamilies and to discover how they have reconstructed 
their families, in their own minds, after the trauma of 
death or divorce. 1 focused on the terminology used between 
steprelatives. In the literature available concerning the 
American stepfamily, the language used between stepfamily
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members and what interpretations concerning the individual 
and the social world of the family can be made has been 
largely ignored. Herein lies my interest.
"Radcliffe-Brown proposed that the (kinship) terms 
really paralleled the distribution of ego's 'rights and 
duties''* (Fox 1967:241). If this is so, the kinship 
terminology used in stepfamilies should be a reflection of 
the obligations within the relationships. To call someone 
"mother" would be to oblige that person with the 
responsibilities of a mother. I would agree that this is 
often the case and that by addressing someone as "mother," 
one would have certain culturally determined ^havioral 
expectations that needed to be met. However, this should 
not be assumed to be a universal truth in all families. One 
might ask: When calling someone a "stepmother” what kind of
behavior is expected? In addition, is the expectation the 
same among all people employing the term? I think not. A 
child in a reconstituted family may have a stepfather as 
well as a natural father and is perceived to have 
obligations to both. Are the obligations the same and if 
not what determines how they differ? Wow is when the 
classic accounts emphasizing uniformity are put to question*
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The terras of address and reference that people use with 
their stepparents or stepchildren are as varied as any other 
aspect of the stepfaraily. When I first began ray interviews, 
the reasons many people gave for why they called someone 
"stepsister" or "sister" intrigued me. For a newcomer, 
there seemed to be no pattern or rules to follow once within 
the stepfamily world. I began to think I had jumped into a 
kinship mess beyond my means of understanding, and this 
intrigued me further. Could something so common be so 
apparently muddled? As time passed and as I looked again at 
my field notes, I began to notice that taken together, as a 
group, there were common sentiments held by some people that 
were reflected in similar terminological patterns, I will 
consider these interesting patterns later, but first we must 
consider the situation surrounding the stepfamily and what 
leads to the problem of "naming" one's kin.
A compelling aspect of the step-relationship is that 
there are multiple name possibilities by which one can refer 
to these relatives. There is a choice to be made; what 
should, or what can, I call this person who has entered my 
family unit? In the anthropological literature, it is often
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assumed that there is no choice in the use of kin terms; I 
wonder how often the issue has even been raised. This 
process of "creating a name” for one's relatives would be 
curious for anyone, but more so when such a weighty term as 
"step" is involved. In "traditional" families, the closest 
one might come to inventing a name is in deciding whether to 
call one's father's best friend "Uncle Joe" or one's 
mother's best friend "Aunt Dorothy." Yet often even this is 
a decision prompted by the continual references made by the 
parent or by the "Aunt" herself. There is also the common 
case of "pet" names for grandparents or other relatives, 
many of these derived from preintelligible baby babble. The 
names created were done so either in pure fun or without the 
intention of them lasting, as in the latter case. We can 
also imagine that these names were used by both parties 
Involved. In the case of naming a steprelative, however, 
there are many sensitive feelings to be reckoned with in 
choosing terms of address and reference.
This naming process is often the first problem to be 
faced by stepfamily members and, as mentioned, may be the 
most sensitive. Very often the chosen name is perceived to 
reflect the quality of the relationship represented. This 
is true even when the term used is, in fact, the person's
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given name. For instance, if a stepchild chooses to 
address her/his stepmother by her lirst name, the fact that 
everyone else also refers to this person by her first name 
does not seem to be a consideration to the stepmother when 
considering what the child is "saying." The importance is 
in the choice the child has made and in the reasons and 
meanings behind that choice that the stepmother assumes.
The naming process may also, however, be used to make a 
comment about the removed "real” relative. Far too often, 
steprelatives assume that they are the ones being commented 
on, ignoring the relationship that existed before they 
entered the family unit. A few of the people I interviewed 
did r.ot perceive having a choice of what to call their 
steprelative. This sentiment was most common among 
stepchildren who could not imagine referring to their 
stepparent as "Mom" or "Dad." The one and only choice was 
to address them by their first name and refer to them as 
such or as a definite "step" parent. It might be helpful to 
briefly consider the interviews in two groups; those who 
uphold the American modal of blood being thicker than water, 
and those who violate the model. First, let us consider 
those who uphold the modol.
On* 17 year old woman , Grot chon, told that she felt 
very strongly about keeping her "family" straight. Her 
Bother had been remarried for seven years at the time of the 
interview and Grefchen clained that she was quite happy with 
her relationship with Jesse, her stepfather. Her feelings 
toward Jesse have "always been positive" and she said that 
she feels quite close to him. She always introduces Jesse 
as her "stepfather" unless the situation is one in which the 
meeting may be brief or unique. These situations might 
include family vacations, encounters in a shopping mall 
(with sales clerks), telephone calls from strangers asking 
if her dad was home, or simply around town if the outcome of 
explaining is not worth the time or effort. Gretchen does 
give Jesse both birthday and Father's Day gifts, and finds 
no difference in her gift giving behavior between Jesse and 
her father. Abigaie, Gretchen's mother, introduces her 
stepdaughter as "Jesse's daughter" or "Meryl" but juutat her 
"stepdaughter." She said she felt uncomfortable using those 
terms and preferred to avoid it. Both Abigaie and Jess* 
said that they meet often try to introduoe their children, 
step or natural, by their first names.
la Bloari Thlckar Than Matar?
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The stepparent often has an easier time of it at least 
as far as address goes, since swat parents address children 
by their first name. The balance in the relationship can 
seem a bit off to an outsider as my own stepfather once 
noted. He told me the story of when X used to accompany him 
on his golf outings with his friends. This was before X 
started calling him "Dad" so throughout the day our 
exchanges were simply as "Liesl" and "Bob." My stepfather 
legally adopted me so we share the same last name. The 
effect was a confusion created, I suppose, because we did 
not introduce each other as a "step," so when people met me 
as "Bob's daughter," in their minds there was no reason for 
me to be calling him "Bob.” Me shared a name, he was 
properly acting as a "father," and I was clearly settled in 
the role of his "daughter." The terminology we used did not 
fit the relationship that we were apparently involved in.
One day one of his friends approached him and asked, "Mhy 
does your daughter always call you 'Bob'?" Xt was obviously 
an oddity to this fellow and it was a laugh for my 
stepfather and me. Xt was our time to begin creating our 
relationship, and moments like that prompted giggles and a 
shared enperlenee that we could grow on. xn this case, 
bleed is thick, but when water is all one has, it is best to 
get uated to it and enjoy it. This is part of the
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transforming of kinship idaaa in America. In another 
situation, one young woman is split in her decision between 
referring to stepfamily as •real" family. Sally, 18, refers 
to all of her stepsisters as "sisters" and if faced with an 
introduction, introduces them the same way. They also refer 
to her as their "sister." Sally said that it seems 
"natural" because they all have the same last name and the 
same father ("real" to her and "step" to them.). A very 
intriguing aspect of her stepfamily is her relationship with 
her stepmother, while her mother, Susan, was gone for a 
summer, Sally atayed with her father and stepmother and 
addressed her stepmother as "Mom." When Sally's mother 
returned, her stepmother, also Susan, said "I realise you 
already have a mom, so why don't I be your 'Aunt Susan' or 
just 'Susan.' Sally introduces her as "Aunt Susan", and 
Susan introduces her stepdaughter as "my husband's 
daughter." Their relationship took a turn for the worse and 
if Sally is referring to "Aunt Susan" she will generally
refer to her "stepbitch." Sally does not give a birthday, 
Christmas, or Mother's Day card to her stepmother, it semes 
that the ability to change s name as the relationship 
ehamgeti is a luxury afforded to stepfamily menhirs, it can 
also be used as a weapon as in introductions.
Sally introduces her stepfather, Don, as "my mother's 
husband.” I brought up the point that this sounded like the 
most removed term of reference one could employ. Sally said 
that she felt it kept him as far as she likes him. Don 
introduces Sally, however, as "my daughter" and she resents 
it greatly. She said that she does not want to be 
associated with him and feels that he does that merely to 
try and "maintain some kind of a hold" on her. She sends 
neither a Father's Day card to her dad nor to Don and told 
me that she feels she has no "father figure." Sally's case 
is not uncommon. In my work, I found that children will 
align with the stepsibling even before the stepparent.
Walker and Massinger (1979) suggest that in the 
step-parental relationship, loyalty and affection are earned 
and bonds are forged through effort and on the basis of 
performance: the relationship lies at the achievement end
of a sort of achievement-ascription continuum. In the 
purely biological monogamous family the preestablished 
character of the parental link places it at the ascriptive 
end of the oontinuum: affection and loyalty tend to be
ascribed on the basis of the relationship and with little 
reference to performance. I think that some stepsiblings 
may feel eloee to one another because they have a common
chang* occurring in th«ir lives together. The stepparent* 
perhaps never had a stepparent of their own and cannot 
possibly know how their stepchild feels, in a couple of 
other situations, the quality of the relationship seemed to 
be nor* important than whether or not that person, was a 
"real” relative. These are examples that violate the nodel 
of blood being thicker than water and challenge the classic 
notions of American kinship. One woman whose parents 
separated when she was 6 and divorced when she was 9 said 
that during the divorce she felt very "put in the middle 
while the two people (she) looked up to most were saying bad 
things about one another." Heidi, now 22, first introduced 
her stepmother as "my stepmother." However, she explained 
that Jenny got very upset because of the negative 
connotations that go along with the term "stepmother." She 
asked Heidi to introduce her as "Jenny" and Heidi said that 
she did not oppose this but that she sometimes "slips." 
bike Sally, Heidi refers to her half-brother as her 
"brother” and he refers to her as his "sister." She 
explained that he, Josh, sometimes inquires about the larger 
structure of their family asking Heidi things like, "Now, 
uhafs your Meat" m e  enjoys his openness and says he teams 
te he the moat accepting member of the family.
Jenny refers to and introduces Heidi as her "daughter.” 
Heidi does not resent this nor does she think that Jenny is 
overstepping her role. Jenny helped Heidi adjust after a 
large move and for the most part, Heidi believes their 
relationship is a strong one.
As is the case in most of the families Z interviewed, 
no matter how good all of the relationships seem to be in 
the individual nuclear families, the thought of everyone 
coming together for a wedding or graduation brought plenty 
of groans. Mainly it was the children who felt most 
pressured by it. Often they feel that they are the cause of 
the tension yet they don't understand why the tension is 
there in such force. The sentiment is often that "it is my 
day so all of them should be able to be happy for me, 
together, for a couple of hours." The biggest worry seems 
to be with women and the thought of their wedding day. The 
notion of "the family picture" takes on a whole new twist 
when a stepfamily is involved. Another issue is which 
father will walk the bride down the isle, assuming the 
weddlag will be traditional? Among most of the women 1 
interviewed it will be their "reel" father because they feel 
that it the "easiest" way and they do not want to hurt 
anyone's feelings. Two women stated that their mother would
"give them away" b«cause, aa one put it, "ahe has been the 
only stable person In my life, all of my life.” One young 
boy said that he would not have a big wedding because he 
could not imagine spending a day with all of his parents and 
grandparents:
"That is my worst nightmare. I can't imagine putting 
up with them ^ven for my wedding...They are mean enough 
to one another when they are apart, I don't want my 
wedding day, if I have one, to be all crasy.”
In another family, the relationships are even more 
complicated and watered down. Bill's stepmother is actually 
his cousin, although he has called her "Aunt Marsha" all of 
his life. When his mother, April died approximately eight 
years ago, his father married Marsha, April's niecs and 
Bill's cousin. He said that he thinks of Marsha as ”Aunt 
Cousin Ma. She has three positions in my mind." Here we 
see that it is possible to not only rearrange relations, but 
to also allow the names to blend. Another question that 
came up was by what term does he refer to his second cousins 
now; as "second cousins" or as "stepbrothers?" Bill said 
that it depends on the context and that he would probably 
say "stepbrothers" to make it easy.
Bill said it wasn't too difficult for him to make the 
transition since he already had Marsha as a part of his 
family. One thing that they can still share in is talk 
about their "grandparents" which they have in common. Bill 
often refers to his father and Marsha as his "parents" 
although he addresses her as Marsha. He said that Marsha 
introduces him as "Bill" since most of her friends know the 
story by now.
If one thing was made clear during this interviewing 
process it was the incredible variation that is present from 
person to person. The step-parent relationship is 
tremulously negotiated within the context of the belief that 
"blood is thicker than water” and the step-parent is not "a 
real parent." In looking at all of the interviews it is 
clear that blood is not always thicker than water and.that 
the steprelationship can be a very rewarding one.
There are certain acceptable* or expected, way* for 
children to refer to their parents and vice versa. Unless 
people know the reason for a breach in common ways,
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curiosity will be aroused. It is usually not until the 
"audience" expresses confusion when steprelatives explain 
the situation to many people. One couple I interviewed said 
that they both try to avoid having to make a formal 
introduction and thus having to choose the naming—  "step" 
or "real"— appropriate for the circumstances. They prefer 
to use first names and "let people come to their own 
conclusions." This response, as in most others, was 
followed by a moment of reflection and, "It depends a lot on 
the circumstances." I think that the circumstantial 
fluidity of the family unit is common in stepfamilies and 
families alike, and may be reflected in the language used. 
Many of us could be found guilty of referring to a relative 
in a not so friendly manner until Thanksgiving is upon us 
and we find ourselves seated next to that "favorite" Uncle.
But the emotional intensity surrounding the 
stepfamily's naming process is quite unique. The titles 
that are assigned to relationships in families formed by 
remarriage are marked by a history based in myth and 
mistrust. If being referred to as a "stepchild" once meant 
that there was a lack of proper care and attention, who 
could blame the parent, or the child, who cringes when the 
word is spoken in reference to themselves (Mobster's
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Dictionary 1977)? It is no wonder that stepfamilies are 
reluctant to use these terms and avoid them, most often, 
until confronted by an outsider who demands a legitimate 
explanation.
With so much time and emotional energy being spent on 
what to call each other, it might be thought that the 
problem of "naming" steprelatives would have at least become 
a topic of discussion. Instead stepfamilies do not talk 
about the feelings surrounding these words, and the common 
occurrence is to worry over it or to dismiss it as quickly 
as possible when it arises.
Nalleratein and Kelly found that a child's approval or 
disapproval of the step-parent emerges cautiously (1980). 
They also found that relationships are more easily forged 
where children are very young and where the step-parent is 
the same sex as the stepchild. I agree with these findings 
and discovered the same kinds of patterns in my own work.
One particularly interesting aspect was the frequency in 
which younger men were fiercely loyal to their mother and 
did not want to have any part of the happy relationship 
their sister had found with their stepmother. This pattern 
was occasionally seen in the language use and flexibility of
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the relationship. For example, when asked If they had 
considered calling a stepparent "mom” or "dad" I received a 
look of disbelief and was asked in return, "Why?" by at 
least four stepchildren. In one 16 year old boy's words, 
"(Calling my stepmother 'mom') would be like betraying my 
mom." Giving someone else the term of address reserved for 
his mother would seem to break the bond they had established 
through their name relationship. The feeling seemed to be 
that it was a breach of their original family obligations. 
The idea that obligations are represented in a name is not a 
new one, yet it is still a curious one. We know that 
"family" is represented in a surname and that "passing on 
the family name" is still important to many people.
One 19 year old woman felt quite differently about the 
situation. She said that she occasionally enjoyed referring 
to her stepmother as "Horn" precisely because she respects 
her so much. This kind of connection between the name given 
and the sentiment behind it was common. Mere, Kathy can 
call this woman "Norn" because she admires her. In her way 
of responding to the situation, a woman who has become her 
stepmother and who has also gained her reapect has earned 
the title of mom." m e  question that oomaa to mind is: is
calling someone "mother" or "father" a sign of respect? or
is the Mining, respect or otherwise, found in the choice to 
not address then ss s "stepparent?" Kathy went through 
quite a few testing situations where she would "slip" and 
call Eileen, her stepmother, "Mom":
I sometimes introduce her as "my mom," thon I catch 
mysolf and sometiMS say, "I Man my atopmom." it 
depends on how important it is that I explain ... I 
may start calling her "Mom," it's easier. SoMtiMS 
when I slip like that I just let it go and see if she 
notices.
Zn this case the stepchild's feelings toward her 
stepmother are strong and admiring, and even to herself 
obviously affectionate, yet she must struggle over what call 
her. Kathy's final eoanent was that IllMn "wouldn't 
replaco my mom, I Man (my mom) is still in town." Xf 
Kathy were to follow her feelings she might possibly call 
Bileen "Mom," but her eonselenee telle her that her mother 
might fMl replaced by such an act.
Kathy's younger brother, Mesley, felt much Mre loyal 
to his mother. Me felt it would be a betrayal to call 
anyone but bis mother "Mem." Me Mde it clear to m  that he
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wants everyone to know that Bileen is his stepmother. Whan 
Hanry and Biiaan wara married, Hanry spoka briafly to Wasley 
about what namas ha mi9ht usa with Biiaan. Hanry asked if 
Waslay would rather call her "Mother" instead of "Mom." 
Wesley told me in our interview that ha did not sea any 
reason to call her anything having to do with his family 
because "Eileen is married to my Dad. She is just my Dad's 
wife. I could never call her 'Mom,' only 'Biiaan.'" These 
siblings are having vary different responses to their new 
family unit (their father, Hanry, married Bilean in March of 
19F7). This could be a result of their age difference, the 
divorce proceedings, or just their own personal feelings 
about "the family." Kathy sees her new family as an 
expansion and an opportunity, while Wesley feels threatened 
that his family is being taken away. Behoing the feelings 
of Wesley about betraying his mother, one angry woman said, 
"I'm just waiting to hear my son call my ex-husband's new 
wife 'mother.' That will be the ultimate violation” 
(Belovitch 1967i72).
in considering such statements, it becomes apparent 
that the relationships are quite affected by the title 
choice as well as the actual quality of the relationship. 
Thate can be a discrepancy felt by the family member if the
r * ■■ . ■ /*■ ' .
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term chosen does not seem to accurately describe the 
existing relationship and what feelings are really felt. 
Schneider noted that:
"...the id*** about kinship are distinct from the tint*  
of blood relationship. The facts exist in the nature 
of things. The ideas are, or derived from, the 
intelligent observation of these facts. A n 1 it is 
ideas about facts that become part of culture" 
(Schneider 1984:167).
This leads us directly to the question of language and its 
powers. There are facts and ideas and degrees of feelings, 
m e  place where this was most apparent to me was in the 
terms used by stepfamily members to address and refer to one 
another. What does saying something mean to the speaker and 
to those being spoken to? If words are signs, what do the 
words I have heard symbolise about the state of affairs in 
the stepfamily?
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I agree strongly with his conclusion. After trying to fit 
the stepfamily kinship structure into the model of American 
kinship I had learned as both a native and an 
anthropologist, I realized, first, that it could not be done 
in a manner giving enough attention to the creative 
construction process taken on by stepfamily members, and, 
secondly, that there was no need for it to fit into models 
of other kinship concepts.
Stepchildren have already allocated a name and rank to 
someone in the position a new person is trying to fill. The 
addition of a new family member and the closeness that 
many children will be expected to experience at some point 
with that person sets up an entire process of 
"structuration" (Dougherty n.d.). When one's family 
boundary is changing, it forces an individual to interpret 
both the "foreigner" and the preexisting structure. As 
Dougherty finds, "...the recognition of anomalous experience 
is a prevalent feature of human cognition which potentially 
gives rise to a period of crisis for the individual followed 
either by restructuring or reemphasizing that individual's 
conception of the prior system" (ibid.). When involved in 
the restructuring of a family, one can restructure her/his 
former system and the concepts that accompanied it, or one
can adhere more firmly to tha formar system. In tha latter 
case, if tha new member(a) of tha family has no place in 
this individual's system, than tha crisis may be resolved 
through actions that will keep the "intruder" at a distance, 
so as not to threaten the structure. These actions might 
take many forms. The one that we will now focus on is 
language. Language can bring people together or it can tear 
them apart. The point is, words can cause things to happen.
Words have often been regarded as having magical 
significance and p >r (Huxley 1940). He often "search for 
the right word,” try to describe a culture "in its own 
term," and put things "in our own words." Arguments occur 
among people over descriptions of shared experiences, 
whether it be an accident or a movie. He rely on words to 
create or recreate the mood, setting and sentiments we felt. 
In times before the written scientific word was so powerful, 
the spoken word was highly valued, not only as a means of 
communicating ideas but as a tool with the power to 
influence and change people and events. After the rise of 
science approximately three centuries ago, the belief has 
been that the spoken word was packed up and shelved away in 
an archive, with the written word replacing it as the "true" 
•gens ofeemnsal cation. Sat* I find many scholars today
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emphasizing the importance of the spoken word in modern 
culture. In accord with this new emphasis, I am considering 
the spoken word of the family. It is often the speaker of 
the words who is given the credit for the power of a speech, 
not the words actually spoken. What are words and what do 
they mean? There is most certainly an inherent force in 
words that moves people. When is this force particularly 
strong, and when does a word become "just another word?"
As a part of language, words provide a set of codes 
enabling us to decipher other cultural codes (Goodenough 
1981). For example, one can become engaged, married and 
divorced through the exchange of words. Words deserve our 
close attention when studying any culture, for it is within 
that culture's words that the important cultural constructs 
can be found. It is what words suggest and imply that can 
create tensions among stepfamily members.
In a traditional American family, the foundation of a 
marriage was based on the importance of the marriage vows. 
One was to "love, honor and cherish," to be faithful, and to 
remain with one's spouse "through sickness and health until 
death do you part.” Considering the language of marriage it 
is quite d e a r  which aspect of this social relationship was
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most important, namely commitment (see Quinn 1985 for a 
discussion on commitment.) Here as in several other cases, 
we see that words do have a "magical" effect. The effect, 
however, is not found in the hearer, but in the speaker.
J. L. Austin pioneered the study of the "illocutionary 
force" inherent in words that causes things to happen 
(1955). It was he who first considered the question, "Can 
saying make it so?" Austin believes that it is the 
"uttering of the words...(that is) the leading incident in 
the performance of the act..." (1955:8). As an example let 
us consider a situation often found on university campuses, 
that of cohabitating with someone. Most married people can 
remember the first time they or their spouse mentioned 
marriage. Usually the idea i*< brought up and followed by 
laughter, then there is a quick glance at the mate to try 
and read the reaction. Once a couple begins living together 
and talking about marriage (speaking the word, even in 
jest), the words will form thoughts and the thoughts will 
prompt action: either a serious decision to marry, or 
terminating the relationship if marriage is not the goal 
both people desired.
1* ' - , .  -
Is to AAg somethin? to da something? Or, is to say 
something merely to state something? When a stepdaughter is 
introduced by her stepgrandmother as "my stepgranddaughter," 
is the grandmother merely stating the facts of their 
relationship, or is she doing something to the relationship? 
Austin distinguishes bt in the performance of an 
"illocutionary” act— i.e., performance of an act la saying 
something— and performance of an act o£ saying something 
which represents an "illocutionary force.” The language of 
the stepfamily must have a substantial amount of impact on 
those involved in using the terminology, if language is a 
sort of code system representative of cognitive processes or 
cultural forms, the importance of the prefix "step" and its 
cultural meanings must be noted:
step - [Old English; 'steop-'orphaned (akin to German 
'stief-' to bereave.) Indo-European; ' (s)teub-' 
to strike, cut off.
S 3
STEEP: orig. used of orphaned children] a combining 
form meaning related through the remarriage of a 
parent (Webster's Dictionary 1979).
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stepchild - a child of one's husband or wife by a 
former marriage (Webster's Dictionary 1979).
stepdame - [Archaic] same as stepmother (ibid.).
stepfather - a male stepparent (ibid.).
stepmother - a female stepparent (ibid.).
stepparent - the person who has married one's parent 
after the death or divorce of the other parent 
(ibid.) .
These definitions provide some base for us to consider w) .t 
the general concept of the stepfamily has been historically 
and how that affects the family today.
Motion! of tha srepfanily
The individuals X interviewed held a wide variety of 
beliefs about atapfamilies before they were ever involved in 
a stepfamily. People are very aware of the prevalence of 
divorce and stepfamiliea in America. Molt of my informants 
could recount the first time they heard a friend or
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colleague describing their "new" family. One young female 
remembers being frightened by the idea of having a 
stepmother because she remembered a friend once telling her 
that:
her stepmother wouldn't let her spend the night. I 
later learned that it was for a legitimate reason, her 
brother's birthday or something, but all I could think 
of at the age of 11 was that this "stepmother" of mine 
was never going to let me do anything. A real life 
"Cinderella Syndrome" that 1 was about to be stuck 
with. I was terrified!
It is worth noting that this person acquired her stepmother 
at the age of 11, very near the age that seems to be most 
difficult to let the "real" parent go and accept the "step."
The reference to Cinderella was extremely common among 
women involved in stepfamilies. For many, the atory of 
Cinderella was their first and most memorable exposure to 
stepfamily life. In this light it is not surprising that 
most people are hesitant about their new family members. 
Kathy said that just hearing the word "step" makes ter think 
of Cinderella< "There are a lot of negative connotations
5 6
and a lot of bad stereotyping (about stepfamilies)." In 
general the attitude about becoming either a stepparent or a 
stepchild was one that had already been formed by previous 
interactions with people as well as by reading about 
relevant mythological figures. One stepmother was insulted 
by the literature her husband-to-be gave her to read.
Someone had given him a few articles on stepfamilies and he 
passed them on to her, but his fiance told me that she had a 
pretty good idea of how to be "a regular stepmother" and 
that she wanted to learn "how not to be a stepmother." 
Another woman who was readying herself not only for 
stepmotherhood, but her first experience of motherhood, told 
me that she too found the literature that her husband 
brought home insulting. Eileen recalled coming home;
and there was a little pile of stuff sitting there and 
my husband pointed at it and said that I might want to 
read it. I was very insulted because to me he was 
saying that he wasn't sure I'd know what to do. I had 
been working in schools with kids for years and felt 
like I spent as much time with kids as he did...It was 
sort of a blow to my ego I guess.
5 7
In contrast, other stepmothers did express fears that 
they had prior to moving in with their new family. Joan, 
now a stepmother for seven years, recalls that the entire 
week prior to moving in with her husband and his children 
she:
made a television show oat of everything. I would be 
cooking dinner for myself and I would try to imagine 
myself interacting with the kids at night and asking 
them about their day and stuff...I was more concerned 
about moving in with them than I was about moving in 
with my husband. In addition, 1 didn't even know if 
they were going to be my kids too or what. It was like 
going into a family and knowing you were supposed to be 
a 'mom' and a 'wife' but not knowing how to go about 
doing it. That's why I had little TV shows, it was my 
practice.
All of the stepparents I interviewed said that they were 
apprehensive about their new family situation. Many of 
them, however, sewmed to adjust more quickly than their 
stepchildren. The old cliche, "blood is thicker than 
water," only held up occasionally in my experiences. Mhen 
it did, it was usually a strong feeling the child had before
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the remarriage, not something that was directly intended for 
the stepparent as a result of their moving in. In other 
words it was not a comment being made about the particular 
stepparent, but about the loyalty to the parent. Some 
children, however, were quite open to the transition, as was 
expressed in Kathy's case.
One 19 year old stepdaughter, Lisa, said that when she 
foundout her father was getting remarried she was 
optimistic. Her stepmother is only four or five years older 
than herself but rather than begin their relationship 
assuming there would be problems with their closeness in 
age, Lisa focused on the opportunities that were presented. 
She felt
more like I was gaining a shopping partner than getting 
'stuck' with a stepmom. I mean, it was weird and 
everything for a while, but since we are so close in 
age, we still like to do a lot of the same things, 
especially go shopping.
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Laarnlnp t-.ha Part
When becoming a stepparent, one is becoming something, 
or someone, that has already existed. For those becoming 
stepchildren, a "mother" or "father" has already existed in 
their lives. This preexisting person is not merely a 
stand-in fulfilling the proper role, but a personal 
attachment for whom the children feel quite protective. The 
same may be true for parents who have a past, or history, 
with "their” children. One often hears parents who have 
children from a previous marriage talking about "my kids" 
and "your kids" but rarely "the kids" or "our kids." The 
individuals who are part of the creation of a personal 
family are held dear. They are inextricable parts of a 
family history no matter how many other people enter the 
history being created at present. It is for this reason 
that the history of the family prior to a divorce or a death 
is likely to motivate most of the behavior within the new 
family. The only point of reference that one has is the 
previous, now reformatted, original family. It is here that 
the history of the family will begin to show its power.
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The American family haa a history. Moat white, middle 
claaa Americans can recall the birthday when they received 
their first bicycle or their "lifesize” kitchen set. They 
still remember their Dad slaving over the "easy to follow" 
instructions to assemble their train track. In short, they 
have a wealth of stories, memories and passions all based in 
their family histories. This is what must be considered in 
these families todayt the symbolic rather than the 
biological content of their family histories (Schneider 
1972, 1984).
In addition to the problem of naming, the most common 
problem facing a stepfamily is its lack of history. The 
adults involved may have a brief history revolving around 
their courtship, but as a family, their history is 
invisible. The attempt to create this history may be a very 
difficult process involving more emotional work than 
anticipated. The history does not fall into an empty space 
waiting to be filled. It must find a place among the 
preexisting chronicles. Stepparents may be advised to "pick 
a foe things to change" in order to feel at home and to 
begin the process of distinction between the original family 
and the new one (lelovitch 1987:75). There are sure to be 
many things that make both parent and ohild feel
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uncomfortable in this new family situation. The crucial 
issue beginning with what to call each other and possibly a 
host of other seemingly trivial but nonetheless resonant 
issues such as what to call certain food dishes (i.e: 
"grilled cheese" or "cheese toasties"?).
Qlffc Exchange
Part of this process occurs in the act of gift giving. 
One 22 year old woman, Olivia, said that she has never given 
her stepmother a Mother's Day gift although she has 
considered it: "I've thought about it but I just don't feel
right about it yet." This is Interesting because she does 
give her a birthday gift, and she does give her stepfather a 
Father's Day gift (her father and stepmother have been 
married seven years, her mother and stepfather have been 
married 5 years).
In his classic study, Mauss described the gift as an 
exchange between not only two people but two "groups" as 
well (Mauss 196?). Why does one give a gift? A  gift is a 
symbol of friendship, an act of love, an act of reciprocity, 
and in general a way of showing that you care for someone.
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By considering the material culture of the stepfamily we can 
see if their "giving" patterns reflect, or perhaps 
contradict, their "saying" patterns.
In general, there was a slight pattern in the 
terminology used and the choice of giving a gift. The main 
gift giver among stepchildren was their "real” parent. Most 
often the children relied on the natural parent to get the 
stepparent a gift. Usually the natural parent did this 
because he/she did not want his/her new spouse to feel "left 
out" or unwanted. Of those children who did give their a 
stepparent a gift on their own accord, the relationship was 
no more strained than any parent/child relationship. 
Sometimes a gift was the first "connection" made among 
stepfamily members.
One 14 year old girl I interviewed said that there was 
no difference at all in the size of gift she gave to either 
her father or her stepfather. She felt about her stepfather 
the same way Kathy felt about her stepmother. Both 
relationships were described as very friendly, and the 
children did not object to strangers thinking their 
stepparent was their "real" parent. However, as mentioned 
earlier, Oretchen did not givg her stepmother a Mother's Day
«
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or a birthday present. She also made sure to introduce her 
as her "stepmother." Most children were much more open to 
giving a birthday gift than a Mother's or Father's Day gift. 
These were "too close to home," as one young man put it.
The subtle acts of addressing and referring to one's 
family members take on a very different significance when we 
are considering the stepfamily. These are symbols of the 
feelings one has for their new family member and may either 
speed up or hasten the process of enculturation into the 
world of stepfamily kinship. I hope that in considering 
these interviews, the importance of extended work among 
stepfamilies in America is more clear.
Chapter 4
Conclusions
Today, the classic, American nuclear family as we know 
it is rare. With over half of the new marriages ending in 
divorce and millions of children and parents restructuring 
their families, the genealogical structure of the family is 
taking on a new member. That member is the steprelative. 
Mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, cousins and 
grandparents are entering different families in the middle 
of a lifetime.
Zn the English language, we classify these relatives by 
adding the prefix "step-" to their term of reference. This 
begins the chain of events focusing on the naming process 
within the stepfamily. This addition of s descriptive term 
which is considered by many to have negative connotations is 
by no means universal, for example, in French the term for 
stepmother is "belie mere” and the term for stepfather is 
"beau pare." Taken separately* "belle" means beautiful and 
"been" means handsome, thus the description being made is a 
very positive one if we look only at the definitions.
However, one would have to look closely at the symbolism 
behind these teems and how people react to them to discover 
the state of the stepfamily in France. There are similar 
casts in Portuguese and Spanish where the words referring to 
a steprelative are cosipletely free from any distinction 
other than the fact that they are not the same words used to 
refer to "real" kin. They are; however, independent words 
free from a prefix based in negative connotations. I find
these differences engaging and believe that the
anthropological literature could benefit greatly from cross 
cultural comparisons of the terminology used among
stepfamily members. First, however, we must look at the 
state of the white, middle elass family here in the united 
states.
It has beam mg intention to et iemmt start building a 
platform from which to depart lame a mete im dapth study in 
the future, hlemg With Schneider, Ime* Qraburn and tdveeai
ether kinship writers* X hare bane imtecmmted im enpletii|f: 
the ephelie coat ant tether than the biological content ef
ia a ilV . Mi dhmmimmll it. Iiliiahiti It** dSfiftid ill fcfrfrg*
diiiys^yhS ttl*n sM M lte**yt::d^k- ■ id s e b ^  jksm|iu||mam w^ j^ mgimmjmkm^ Mmh d|ih •
def ine it as suoh, it mms assumed ha hi *eif«mwident. Hu*,
m^£me mahutegi *fh**|n*. mUm / e*||£fc
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they could fit Into a genealogical structure, the legendary 
assumption being that blood is thicker than water. After 
conducting my fieldwork I can not agree with this 
assumption, in several cases the passion developed in the 
relationship with a steprelative was greater than that still 
alive in the relationship with the "blood" relative. The 
people who were taking on these "step" roles were 
considered, and thus treated as, true kin. Of course, there 
were situations in which the model of the cliche was upheld. 
This is important in pointing out that the white, middle 
class American family unit is fluid. There can be no more 
assumptions except that families have changed quite 
noticeably. Remarriage creates links between households 
through the relationships which children maintain with the 
non-custodial parent. The potential range and complexity of 
these relationships will vary considerably depending on 
whether or not one of or both of the partners have children 
from a previous marriage, whether their former spouses have 
remarried and whether there are children of the various 
remarriages. Statistics shewed in 1981 that in the United
States, of children in two-parent families, one child in
% ■■■■
eight was living with a step-parent (Ctnsrlln 1981»80). Hie 
family can no longer be considered in terms of what it was, 
m m  must examine what it is. Children and parents alike are
actively "creating" their families and having a much 
different experience of the family than did their ancestors. 
In America today, kinship is not exclusively a biological 
fact, but also a social fact. The act of gift giving is 
bound in the realm of family relations and affects the 
relationship as significantly as does nomenclature. When 
involved in a stepfamily, each subtle aspect of the family 
unit is reinterpreted and in America today, many people are 
in the process of "figuring out the family."
I have discovered in my research that two distinct 
groups of people exist who are having very different 
experiences and reactions to their stepfamily. These 
individuals exist, perhaps, on a continuum, but one end 
relatively accepting, the other quite rejecting of the new 
step relatives. The implications for classic kinship 
theory, with its rigid assumptions of uniformity and 
bloiogy-above-all, are significant.
If kinship studies were kept in a lab drawing up 
genealogy charts and trying to find symbolic aspects on 
those charts, it is sp feeling that mush of the symbolic 
behavior among families would newer be considered. Social
inildhiiia '-iBNitmmmm #am< Its mmmtommm s p a Kmmnd ah auflK wmmm
than blood ties. Tha terminology used in stepfamilies is 
Miking s statement nuch more profound than "aha is ay 
father's wife through remarriage." it is bacausa of tha 
fascination within thasa nuancas that I hope to continue 
exploring tha symbolism of tha changing American family.
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